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Corvi Chronicle to cease publication 




T his is the final edition 
of the Corvi Chronicle. 
We have cobbled 
this issue together without the 
instruction of Bil Gilbert who 
we believe was, if not chair¬ 
man of the ever elusive board 
of directors for the American 
Society of Crows and Ravens, 
then likely the board’s closest 
and most trusted consultant. 
He was a writer, naturalist, 
jester and general observer 
of behavior of all creatures 
winged, four-legged and two- 
legged. He died Jan. 27 — a 
heart attack while driving on 
an observation expedition 
near his home. 

The week before he had 
talked with the Chronicle edi¬ 


tor and said he was planning 
to have his contributions for 
the spring 2012 edition of 
the Chronicle completed in 
another week or two. Among 
the items on his desk, his 
wife, Ann, found a number of 
clippings, notes from fellow 
corvi members and handwrit¬ 
ten notes revising an article 
in progress that he had titled: 
“It’s A Pleasure.” 

Bil’s contributions - his 
thought pieces, musings 
and observations made the 
Chronicle the informative, 
intellectually nourishing, 
entertaining, stylish and, often 
outrageous, whimsical period¬ 
ical, that as he might say, was 
unmatched in today’s jour¬ 


nalism. He always signed 
his pieces with his corvi 
number and rarely used 
the same number twice. 

The content he provided 
offset the typos, imper¬ 
fections and the sporadic 
publication. Bil’s voice 
was the reason most corvi 
smiled when they found the 
Chronicle in their mailboxes 
and the reason readers were 
inspired to contribute their 
own corvi stories, poems, art 
- and generally to keep in 
touch. 

Without Bil we have also 
lost contact with the sage 
board that guided most 
ASCAR policy and publica¬ 
tion matters including the 



Chronicle publication (board 
members were/are known 
only unto themselves). We — 
affectionately known as board 
minions — believe the board 
would advise ceasing publica¬ 
tion. 

The spirit of ASCAR has 
always been to share the 
Chronicle and observations of 
corvidae and related matters 
(and no matter was unrelated). 

Continued on next page 


IT'S A PLEASURE animal intelligence 


n what is known as Western 
Civilization the mentality of animals 
has been a matter of abiding human 
curiosity and controversy. For a long 
time the official wisdom was that they 
are essentially mindless; only man, and 
perhaps the occasional woman, could 
think. There is evidence that some of 
those who hunted, reared, worked with 
and doted on various creatures disagreed 
with this. But these were untutored folks 
and their notions were seldom recorded 
and for the most part were seemingly 
ignored by the tutored. Within the intel¬ 
lectual establishment - which for mil¬ 
lennia mainly consisted of theologians 
and theologically sensitive antiquarians 
- the consensus belief was that for good, 
Providential reasons, the beasts were 
rather simple, organic machines eternally 
driven by their instincts. In fairly recent 
times these views have been discredited 
in all but a few quarters by more open- 


minded, less ideological investigators 
of animal activities. (Given the lack 
of direct testimony, behavior is all we, 
objectively, have in regards the inner life 
of other bloods.) 

In the field and laboratory, post- 
Darwinian students have observed 
members of different species solving 
puzzles, counting things, using and 
making (at least in the case of crows) 
tools in ways which by our own mea¬ 
sures and definitions demonstrate 
thought and imagination. Beyond that, 
there is now little but speculation: 
about what, species-by-species, they do 
and choose to think about? How like or 
unlike are their mental processes and 
human ones? What is the relative influ¬ 
ence on their behavior (and of course 
our own) of instinct and cognition? 
However, beyond rational dispute, there 
are other thoughtful beings here, prob¬ 
ably more of them than we now think 


there are, thinking about things and in 
ways we can’t. 

By definition all species are unique in 
form and behavior. But there are species 
who have evolved, learned or otherwise 
acquired somewhat similar abilities and 
strategies for coping with somewhat 
similar environmental challenges. Thus 
humans, primates, cetacea, corvids, 
among other social, opportunistic mam¬ 
mals and birds, are notably cognitive, 
communicative and cooperative. And 
they are cultured, i.e., have repositories 
of what Richard Dawkins has called 
memes - the memory -preserved expe¬ 
riences, decisions and customs of past 
generations - which can be psychically 
retrieved by present generations and 
influence their behavior. 

A newish question among animal 
behavior researchers is: Do any of them 
Continued on next page 
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It's a pleasure continued 


Animal behavior and emotional response questions 



Pennsylvania crow and soccer ball 


in this cognitive/communicative/cul¬ 
tured category also have emotional 
responses and if so are they somewhat 
similar to our own? 

It is summer in Pennsylvania: 
a young crow flies and stalks freely 
about the premises of a country house 
where it was brought as a foundling 
and reared by people. Grandchildren 
have left a lightweight, child-sized 
soccer ball in the yard. The crow 
approaches the ball cautiously. After 
investigation the bird hops up and 
perches on the curved, slippery top of 
the sphere. Flapping her wings shuf¬ 
fling her feet - in the fashion of a 
log birler - the crow propels the ball 
around the yard. The bird continues to 
do so for 10 minutes or so and then flies 
off to do something else. But she comes 
back on subsequent days to do the same. 

c£& It is snowing in Moscow: Carrying 
the plastic lid of a gallon container in its 
beak, a crow lights on the ridgepole of a 
snow-covered roof. The crow sits on the 
lid and slides down the roof. Holding on 
to the lid the crow scrambles back to the 
ridge, rides the scrap of plastic down the 


roof again. And again. Near Ketchikan, 
Alaska, a raven slides down the slope of 
an icy woodpile, jumps back to the top of 
it and does the same repeatedly. 

It is icy in Michigan: For half an 
hour or so, sitting on pieces of corrugated 
cardboard school children slide down, 
climb back and slide again down a section 
of sidewalk which has not been cleared. 

It is difficult to imagine anyone who 
does not think of what these kids are 


doing as playing. Most casual 
observers would probably say the 
same about these corvids. What the 
children, crows and ravens are doing 
- sliding though there is no pressing, 
pragmatic need for this activity and 
it gives no tangible rewards - is very 
similar. But why are they sliding? Is 
this a discretionary activity for the 
kids, something they chose to do 
because they know or have learned 
it may be enjoyable? Are the cor¬ 
vids exhibiting an instinctive envi¬ 
ronmental response? Or, given the 
limits of language, is it reasonable to 
describe what all of them are doing 
as play - choosing to engage in a 
discretionary activity because it gives 
pleasure. In his book, The Exultant Ark, 
(University of California Press), Jonathan 
Balcombe suggests the latter explana¬ 
tion is now intellectually respectable and 
plausible. Dr. Balcombe cautions that 
many of their enjoyments may be inac¬ 
cessible and incomprehensible to us. But 
he thinks a number of other species will¬ 
fully seek and have pleasures - playful 
and other ones - for somewhat the same 
Continued on next page 


Chronicle to cease continued: Newsletter evolved with ASCAR 


Corvi members will no doubt 
continue to recognize one 
another in appropriate ways 
- and of course “when they 
are wrong, they are no longer 
corvi.” 

We are attempting to post 
all issues of the Chronicle 
online. http://www.ascaron- 
line.org/ Editions from the 
1990s will take some time (a 
challenge of rapidly chang¬ 
ing technology), but the more 
recent issues are available in 
chronological order. 

ASCAR is about 24 or 25 
years old. It began as a group 
of friends intrigued by Bil’s 
interest in crows and ravens 


and his personal pleasure in 
forming purposeful societ¬ 
ies that mocked conventional 
organizational efforts. The 
earliest Chronicles were liter¬ 
ally letters that Bil typed and 
distributed among the 30 or 
so earliest identified ASCAR 
members under the heading 
“Honor Thy Enigmas.” Dates 
weren’t useful at the time. 

The first letter may have been 
distributed after a January 
1988 corvi convention in 
Hagerstown, Md. 

Within a year or two, the 
board appointed Sam Walmer 
as its first editor. Corinne 
Ovadia became the ASCAR 


illustrator, designing the mast¬ 
head logo and more. Later the 
editorship was passed to me, 
Mary Jane Dunlap, with the 
understanding that I should let 
the board know if I found it a 
chore. I never tired of getting 
Bil’s pieces nor of the variety 
of mail that arrived in the post 
office box. (It was a pleasure.) 

As corvi identified new 
corvi, the mailing list grew to 
100 or so members and the 
board established a privacy 
policy on the use of member 
names. Once ASCAR found a 
webmaster, Mike Serres, the 
disorganization gained interna¬ 
tional attention and member¬ 


ship expanded to nearly 1,000 
corvi. For some 15 years, it 
has remained at about 900. 

Corvi Conventions were 
popular in the 1990s and 
members were encouraged 
to convene wherever corvi 
gathered. Two gathering 
places on the East coast were 
Hagerstown, Md. and Milton, 
Pa., both sites of extraordi¬ 
nary winter crow roosts. A 
highlight of most conventions 
was gathering before dawn to 
hear and see roosts disperse at 
sunrise for the day. It was and 
is a pleasurable experience. 

No doubt you are a corvi 
because it’s a pleasure. 
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Simple Solutions Service 


I n a preferred, behind-the-scenes 
role, the Simple Solutions Service of 
Corvi College has been a key player 
in many of the most pressing problem¬ 
solving situations of our times. Among 
other accolades the SSS has often been 
gratefully praised by astute insiders for 
its contributions to the settlement of the 
vexing Greenland-Iceland dispute, the 
privatization of Texas and the passage 
of the Freedom From Information Act. 
SSS achievements as a public policy 
mover and shaker sometimes obscure 
the assistance it has traditionally given 
to individuals The following small 
but scientifically selected sampling 
may suggest the scope of this private 
sector work. (N.B. These case studies 
have been formatted for the Chronicle 
and edited to make them more or less 
intelligible.) 

: “I am worried sick about the 
weather which seems to be getting 
worse and more dangerous everywhere, 
everyday Many of my neighbors are 
worried like I am. But they have a lot 
different ideas about why the weather is 
so terrible now. Some think it is caused 
by cars and cows or corporations. The 
man who pumped out my basement 
thinks we are having these awful floods 
and droughts because there are too 
many endangered species of animals 
and illegal aliens. That does not seem 
reasonable to me, but he is a well spoken 


man who told me he watches the news 
every night if there is no football. At 
the gas station I talked to a lady who 
is employed to operate a technical 
device at the hospital. She says the bad 
earthquakes, etc., are happening because 
God is mad at us because homosexual 
type people are getting married. I am not 
qualified myself to say what is happening. 
But I do know that in bed I twist and turn 
and perspire much more than I used to. I 
think this is because I now regularly have 
nightmares about tornadoes and high 
humidity. Is there any relief? 

: You are suffering from 
climysteria, which if allowed 
to develop can become a seriously 
debilitating affliction. In advanced cases 
climysterics may become catatonic 
and refuse to leave small windowless 
interior rooms on the ground floor or 
in the basement of their domiciles. 
Fortunately both therapeutic and 
preventive treatment is now available. 
Your communication infers that you live 
in a neighborhood which is served by 
satellite and/or cable TV. Immediately 
turn off and do not (perhaps assisted by 
an electronic blocking device) ever again 
turn on the Weather Channel, not even 
when surfing. Your climysteric condition 
should begin to ease within a few days. 
However during the withdrawal, riding 
a bicycle, becoming a vegetarian or 
reading from the works of Lucretius can 


prove to be soothing. 

: “The election cycle is beginning 
and I don't like it. I hear it costs 
a lot of money which could be used 
to fix potholes or given to things like 
charity. But that doesn’t concern me so 
much. What does is the election mess 
goes on for too long and interferes with 
the quality of my life. Instead of good- 
looking women in their underwear who 
are trying to sell body lotion, beer and 
other things on the tube, you get a lot 
of politicians. They sound and look like 
some tricky used-car guy or the last A— 
H— I worked for. You get what I mean? 
They yak away about things which never 
did, probably never will happen. Is there 
any way we can stop this crap? ” 

: Fortunately the “election mess” 
which you describe will soon 
be a thing of the past thanks to the 
cooperative, bipartisan efforts of a 
number of private and public agencies. 
Based on the success of various, 
ongoing pilot programs, the outmoded, 
often corrupt balloting system shortly 
will be replaced with a clean, open, 
pay-as-you-go one. All federal and 
major local “elective” offices will in 
the future be awarded to individuals 

- and naturally their major funders 

- who bid the highest for them at public 
auction. After legitimate expenses are 

Continued on next page 






It's a pleasure continued Both pain and pleasure instructive 


reasons humans do. 

Balcombe’s views are founded on an 
obvious reality. Experiencing pleasure as 
well as pain is a crucial survival matter. 

If creatures did not they constantly would 
need to reinvent the wheel, so to speak, 
and innumerable other things and behav¬ 
iors. Pain warns away; pleasure attracts 
to; and in consequence both, very effec¬ 
tively, teach. Even in times when it was 
authoritatively thought that beasts had 
no real mental or emotional processes, 
it was generally accepted that when it 
came to pain their feelings and ours were 


much the same. This was advantageous 
for us. By inflicting and threatening pain 
their feelings and ours were mch the 
same. This was advantageous fuor us. By 
inflicting and threatening pain we could 
teach them to alter their behaviors; make 
them learn to do and not do as we wanted. 
This undercut premises that other bloods 
were mindless machines. But utility often 
trumps logic and fact. Except, perhaps 
again, among people who were often with 
them, notions about animals having plea¬ 
sures were learnedly dismissed as mythic 
fantasy or subversive blasphemy. 


Pleasure can also be powerfully 
instructive; emphasizing the value of and 
attracting animals to necessary, adaptive 
behaviors which provide it. The appeal is 
so strong, even addictive, that pleasure¬ 
seeking may become a/or/the main objec¬ 
tive, equaling, surpassing or, seemingly in 
some cases, supplanting need as a motive 
for certain activities. This morphing pro¬ 
cess is demonstrated by not a few of our 
eating habits and sexual behaviors which 
are not zoologically unique, according to 
Dr. Balcombe. 




Simple Solutions continued Pay-as-you-go balloting 


deducted, the proceeds will be earmarked 
for tax and deficit reduction in the 
sponsoring jurisdictions. In keeping 
with the spirit and letter of our treaty 
obligations, foreign interests who may be 
in the market for, say, a U.S. senator or 
governor, will be welcomed participants. 
Their contributions will no doubt 
significantly increase the income flow. 
Claims that this method of selection 
tends to be somewhat weighted in favor 
of the exceptionally affluent are clearly 
specious. Those who come up short at a 
given sale obviously will be encouraged 
to accumulate, through hard work and 
ingenuity, sufficient wherewithal to 
bid successfully in the future. Their 
enterprise will serve as a stimulant for 
the economy in general. 

Office auctions will be one day 
only, held at other than prime times so 
as not to interfere with major sporting 
contests or popular reality shows. Since 
prematurely revealing bidding strategy 
would be contra-productive, the soft, 
pomish advertisements you enjoy will 
not be displaced for months on end with 
political pitches. 

: “I have learned that it costs 
approximately $70,142 a year 
to keep a criminal in a federal prison 
for a year. This to me, as a hard 
working taxpayer, seems to be 
far too much. It is more than the 
combined income of my nephew 
and his wife both of whom are 
quite hard working and I think 
taxpayers. (I hasten to add that 
I am also very law abiding and 
favor locking up all criminals to 
teach them a lesson and stop them 
from being more criminal.) Is there 
any way we can cut jail costs and 
still have good law and order? ” 

: An easily negotiated 
international treaty provides 
a simple solution for this problem. 

Due to legal changes there are now 
many unused and underused prison 
facilities in Russia, particularly 
Siberia. Russian negotiators 
indicate that as a welcome source 
of foreign exchange they are 


prepared to accommodate 3.4 million 
U.S. criminals at a per diem cost to this 
government of $5.17 for each incarceree. 
Beyond the obvious economic benefits 
for both nations, this exchange has 
considerable preventive value for us. 

The prospect of doing five to seven years 
in Yakutsk will no doubt be more of a 
deterrent than serving the sentence in 
Allen wood, Pa., or Atlanta, Ga. 

Legislation laying the groundwork 
for such a treaty now languishes in 
the Congress due to opposition from 
the powerful American Federation of 
Incarcinists. You, your nephew and 
others should contact your senators and 
representatives, urging them to sacrifice 
political gain by supporting the Judicial 
Outsourcing bill. 

: “Recently I attended a town 
meeting held in the cafeteria of our 
local high school. The discussion there 
became very heated as did, I should 
add, the cafeteria room itself. I spoke 
up and said some unusual things which 
did not sound at all like me. Now I don’t 
know what or who to think of myself. I 
hear about identity loss and even theft. 
Perhaps I simply misplaced mine in the 
cafeteria and a ‘Good Samaritan’ will 
find it and return it to me. However there 
were suspicious looking evolutionists, 


creationists and libertarians at this 
meeting. They could have stolen my 
identity while I was speaking up there. 
Should I call 911? Place an ad in the 
newspaper? Sue someone? 

: Heat exhaustion will often cause 
a temporary loss of identity. 
However, if your condition persists 
there is a simple method of identity 
testing. Visit a gathering of close friends 
or relatives wearing an outrageous 
costume, e.g. dressed as Henry VIII or 
Liberace. Better yet appear in the nude. 

If the friends and relatives tolerantly 
ask, in effect, “What will you think of 
next?,”your identity probably has been 
retained though perhaps momentarily 
misplaced or forgotten. However, if the 
group shows no signs of recognition, 
becomes either suspiciously solicitous 
or hostile, you may no longer be who 
you formerly were and should consult a 
primary care psychiatrist. 

As for legal action: Suing creationists, 
evolutionists and libertarians 
is imprudent and often leads to 
counter charges of slander, libel or 
unAmericanism. However your local 
high school may be liable for its failure 
to maintain adequate security and 
heating systems. 

: “The wife, two loved ones 
and I live beyond our means 
in a fine upscale community which 
for obvious reasons is apt to attract 
thieves, vandals and kidnappers 
as well as lawful nuisance makers. 
Many residents here protect their 
property and persons with expensive 
locks, bolts and bars, 24/7 security 
specialists, moats, etc., which we 
cannot afford at this time. Are there 
effective but relatively inexpensive 
devices or services which will enable 
us to “keep up with the Jones” 
in this respect and become less 
insecure as a family?” 

: What is now often spoken 
of as “hoveling” is a 
camouflaging technique designed 
to misdirect rather than forcibly 

Continued on next page 
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Love of crows imprinted in childhood 



finally rehabilitated, we had an informal 
ceremony and released him. I strongly 
recall how emotional that moment was 
and how attached we had grown to him. 
He would fly into the porch area and 
eat the dog food right next to our dog, 
Casper. He also ate hamburger, given to 
him by mother, off the top of the picnic 
table in our front yard. Then one day, we 
left to attend a local community event 
and when we returned late that afternoon, 
Jack was gone. 

Later, when I was first married and 
we lived in our first house, my husband 
observed a crow funeral in our neighbor’s 
backyard. A large amount of crows had 
gathered in the trees above the yard, all 
cawing loudly. A single crow stood next 


H aving been a member for 
over a year, I have always 
meant to send in my own 
personal stories to share with fel¬ 
low Corvi. ... Upon the arrival 
of the latest Corvi Chronicle (fall 
2011), I am finally inspired to do 
so. 

First, I spontaneously request 
that my corvi number be changed 
from 1910 to 21, which has long 
been my lucky number.... I real¬ 
ize that there may be a number of 
21’s already within the group, but 
in true crow fashion, I choose to 
ignore this possibility. 

My first personal contact with crows 
occurred when I was only six years old. 

I lived on a dairy farm that had been in 
our family for generations, and one day 
my grandfather came home from the 
pasture with a juvenile crow whom he 
had noticed was injured. He, himself, had 
raised a young crow when he was a boy 
and named him Jack. My grandfather’s 
crow would sit on his shoulder and he 
even taught him some words. 

My mother, who was the farm’s layper¬ 
son veterinarian, created a space for this 
young crow in an old pump house. Every 
day we would visit the crow and feed it 
having also named him “Jack” and writ¬ 
ten his name on the door. When Jack was 


to a deceased crow on the ground, wav¬ 
ing a twig in its beak above their fallen 
comrade. After a few minutes, as sud¬ 
denly as the funeral began, the entire 
group became silent, rose abruptly from 
the trees and disappeared toward the city 
skyline. 

Birds have long been recipients of my 
admiration. As a four-year-old child, a 
wild junco sat upon my finger; I even 
have a photo of the occurrence Later, 
when I was 22 and home from college, 
a sparrow sat upon my finger and stayed 
on it until I finished pouring grain for the 
young calves in the shed next to the barn. 
Later, I had the privilege to hold and 
release a rehabilitated red-tailed hawk 
into the wild. Since moving to the shores 
of a large lake 10 years ago, we have 
had a regular group of five large crows 
who enjoy the treats that we leave for 
them under our bird feeders; I imagine 
them as modern-day Tyrannosaurus Rex, 
foraging, hunting and scavenging. In our 
house, there are 15 pieces of art depict¬ 
ing crows, and I enjoy any opportunity 
to share them with visitors who inquire 
about these highly spiritual and clever 
creatures. All of these encounters instilled 
a deep appreciation for birds, of which 
crows have long remained my favorite. 

- Corvi 21, Orono, Minn. 


Hoveling techniques 


Simple Solutions continued 

resist those inclined toward criminal and 
annoying behavior. This simple, low-cost 
strategy involves altering the outward 
appearance of a property in ways which 
will negatively impact the decision¬ 
making process of intruders. For 
example, you might treat random patches 
of your lawn with a strong herbicide; 
scatter about some previously used, 
jumbo-sized pizza cartons, soft drink or 
beeer cans. Well broken bedsprings make 
an attention-getting garden decoration 
but can be a bit pricey. If local zoning 
permits a small chicken yard and packing 
case coop enclosed by rusted fencing is 
often recommended. Only two or three 


roosters need to be kept. They are more 
effective and less costly to maintain than 
laying hens. 

Depending on the construction of 
your residence, obtain a dozen or so 
used shingles, tiles or shakes. With good 
adhesive affix them randomly and at odd 
angles on the roof of your home. On the 
streetside several windows should be 
covered with obviously torn and rusted 
screens These may be simply placed 
over the sound, existing screens if insects 
are a problem. However, at least two 
windows should provide a clear view of 
an interior room in which are displayed 
teddy bears costumed as Founding 


Fathers, bobble-head representations of 
prominent NASCAR drivers or similar 
collections. (If interested, you will find 
many other tips on websites and in 
authoritative, how-to books devoted to 
this subject.) 

Several students indicate that 
properties which have been carefully 
hovelized are far less likely - by a factor 
more than seven - to attract thieves, 
vandals and kidnappers than are those 
which have not been. Also there is much 
anecdotal evidence which suggests 
hovelizing significantly discourages 
bill collectors, charitable solicitors and 
several varieties of evangelists. 
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Doggerel Therapy 


January 

It does not seem proper or right, 
but those that haunt us late at night 
are sins of omission 
not ones of commission. 

February 

Once the aim of every Tom, Dick 
and Harry 

was regularly to eat, drink and be 
merry. 

Now the word is out: be careful do 
not try it. 

Stay sober, sane and stick to a low 
fat diet. 

March 

There may have been a downside to 
dueling 

but it made the classes who were 
ruling 

less like to get up their danders 
or engage in casual slanders. 

April 

Those who boast most about what 
heavy loads 

they willingly carry along life's 
roads 

usually are found among the legions 
of those with sharp pain in the lum¬ 
bar regions. 


May 

Rubba, rubba dub 
three men in a tub. 

These days one hopes they are not 
great fools 

who disobey all the safe sex rules. 
June 

Plato was convinced in days of old 
that all should be ruled by men of 
gold. 

Okay - but who will give a standard 
test of merit 

to make sure all the bosses are twen¬ 
ty-four caret? 

July 

What may seem to be - when com¬ 
pared to the norms - 
very eccentric behaviors and mutant 
forms 

inspire the perepetual revolution 
that many now speak of as evolu¬ 
tion. 

August 

Apparently men in Saudi Arabia 
think so much about the labia 
that when women go out any place 
they must be covered from toe to 
face. 


September 

Once we become fully equal 
this might follow as a sequel: 
lack of distinction 
leads to extinction. 

October 
Very few will disagree 
that only God can make a tree. 

But after all that did He just relax 
and leave us alone to invent the axe? 
November 

Immoderate love of exactitude, 
the obsessive questing for certitude, 
will eventually drive all those folks 
nuts 

who cannot abide any ifs, ands, or 
buts. 

December 

Do not shed any tears 
at the end of my years. 

Ha, Ha, Ha and a Ho, Ho, Ho. 

That is the way we ought to go. 

Acknowledgement 
Candy is dandy 
but liquor is quicker. 

How I have cursed 
Because she said it first. 

In hopes that you will enjoy good health 
and humors during the coming year, I 
am — Corvi 34. 


New book focuses on the language and culture of crows 


M ichael Westerfield coordinates 
the www.crows.net Web proj¬ 
ect that he initiated in 1999 to 
find and share more information about 
the lives of crows - their language and 
culture. The focus is on the American 
crow, Corvus brachyrhynchos . 

He has published The Language of 
Crows, a book that includes a CD of 
recorded crow sounds/language. His 
book pulls together some of the thou¬ 
sands of contributions to his website as 
well as other sources to create a fairly 
comprehensive picture of crows as they 
go through the yearly cycle of their lives. 
Westerfield, a former marine biologist 
who “found the study of crows to be 
drier and more convenient,” supplements 
the contributions to crows.net with his 


own observations as 
well as reports pub¬ 
lished in the scientific 
and popular media. 

In the book’s intro¬ 
duction, Westerfield 
notes that he writes 
from a naturalist’s 
point of view, rather 
than that of a scientist. 

“It is based on a 
large body of observa¬ 
tions of crows in their 
natural environment, rather than care¬ 
fully controlled experimentation. I also 
did not hesitate to use human terms to 
describe features of crow life, where they 
are clearly the best and most accurate 
fit, such as using the word “family” to 


describe a mated pair of crows and 
their offspring, rather than the scien¬ 
tifically preferred ... ‘co-operative 
group’.” 

Westerfield views his book and the 
website as a work in progress. 

“New facets of crow behavior 
are being regularly observed, and 
advances in technology are rapidly 
giving us improved tools with which 
to analyze the language and culture 
of crows. I hope that everyone who 
reads The Language of Crows will 
visit www.crows.net and feel free to sub¬ 
mit observations, ask questions and join 
in the quest to understand and communi¬ 
cate with our constant companions - the 
amazing, intelligent crows.” 
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THE TALK OF THE ROOJT 


PUBLISHERS LOGO 

C orvi 4 in Tucson called our atten¬ 
tion to the logo for Corwin, a 
SAGE Company publishing books 
for K-12 educators. The Corwin logo - a 
raven striding across an open book - rep¬ 
resents the union of courage and learning. 
Another reference described it as symbol¬ 
izing the union of wisdom and learning. 

We learned that 
the late Gracia 
Alkema and David 
McCune founded 
the company in 
1990. The name and 
logo were inspired 
by Alkema’s 
mother’s maiden 
name, Corwin. Part of the family’s coat 
of arms inspired the publishing logo. 
Alkema wrote in a high school reunion 
rememberance that her family had once 
lived on Corwin Road. Since its found¬ 
ing, the company has grown into one of 
the leading publishers of books for K-12 
educators.. 

KENSPECKLE SOLUTIONS 

orvi 21 (formerly #1910) of 
Orono, Minn., led us to The 
Kenspeckle Letter Press website 
that contains art from the 19th century 
some of which features crows and ravens. 
There is enough whimsy here to know the 
artists - Rick Allen and Marian Lansky 
- are corvi. http://www.kenspeckleletter- 
press.com/ 

Their main Web page says: “19th centu¬ 


ry solutions for 21st century quandaries.... 

“Kenspeckle Letterpress makes its 
home in Duluth, Minn., (the Paris of the 
North). Kenspeckle is a Scottish word 
meaning easily recognisable or distinc¬ 
tive, and can be applied both to this upper 
corner of the globe and to the quaint con¬ 
ceits of modem design which Rick Allen 
and Marian Lansky produce in their cast 
iron & digital fabrefactory.” 

ASCAR MOTTO 

lsewhere online, we stumbled upon 
a couple of efforts to decipher 
what may be the ASCAR motto: 
Non Soli Sumus (we are not alone). Could 
it be an attempt to imitate or simply a 
confusion of terms? The first was dated 
April 2001 under the heading Pavorite 
Latin phrases from the Straight Dope 
Message Board (fighting ignorance since 
1973, it’s taking longer than we thought). 

Brachyrhynchos : Okay, all you Latin 
smartypants. What does this phrase mean 
(or is it just nonsense as is claimed)? 

Noli Soli Sumus 

Balance. Originally posted by brachy¬ 
rhynchos Noli Soli Sumus 

WAG drawn from my handy diction¬ 
ary would suggest that these are cor¬ 
rupted/oddly conjugated forms of 
Nolo — v. be unwilling; refuse 
Soleo — v. be accustomed; be apt to 
Summus — a. most extreme; highest, 
greatest, etc. 

“Refuse to become accustomed to the 
heights”? 

Bah, I’m sure one of these other folks 


can do better. 

My favorites would surely include: 

Nemo enim fere saltat sobrius, nisi 
forte insanit. — No one dances sober, 
unless he is completly insane. 

Aliquando et insanire iucundum est- 
- It is sometimes pleasant even to act like 
a madman. 

Malum consilium quod mutari non 
potest. - It is a bad plan that cannot be 
changed. 

Brachyrhynchos: Balance, thanks 
for taking a crack at Noli Soli Sumus. I 
guess I’ll have to interpret that as a pretty 
meaningless motto. Damn crow society. 

The second query was from October 
1999 on Boys Life site under the category 
for Raptor Repetoire. It was unanswered. 

A reply by crowoman@gte.net: Hi, 

I’m new to the list. I just wanted to say 
that that motto you live by is so great 
that I hope you don’t mind if I take it for 
my own? Do you know what Noli Soli 
Sumus means by chance? I saw this on 
another bird site but they weren’t telling. 

UNCOMMON CURIOSITY 

e have only seen clips of 
the documentary film “An 
Uncommon Curiosity: at 
home & in nature with Bernd Heinrich.” 
Because Hinrich is an author and a 
researcher of crows and ravens whose 
work we have admired, we are going out 
on the proverbial limb and recommend¬ 
ing this 60-minute film. To view clips or 
order a copy go to http://www.jancannon- 
films .com/berndheinrichfilm .htm 



Corwin 

Press 
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ROOST NOTES 


2007 raven killing crow observation 

T hese observations were made on a three-acres house lot 
of field and a white spruce stand (about 500 feet by 200 
feet) on the shores of an estuary in northeastern Nova 
Scotia, Canada. Water, houses and farmland surround the lot. 

The two observers were experienced naturalists and keen Corvid 
Chroniclers. 

In February, two ravens began roosting every night in the 
spruce woods beside our home. Families of crows had nested 
in these woods for the previous six years and they harassed the 
ravens. By early March, the “Seven Crow” family (we believed to 
be parents and young of 2006) chased the ravens away to a nearby 
woodlot and again crows nested in the woods. Each morning and 
evening, the crow family gathered near our field to poke in the 
grass, pick worms out of the garden or scrounge for compost. 

On April 7th, looking through a patio door, on the grass at the 
edge of the field, 70 feet away, we witnessed something we had 
never seen or read about. With their usual two sentries in the 
trees above them, the crow family was taking turns looking for 
food in the grass. Suddenly a raven flying 20 feet above the field 
in a straight line, flew into their midst. It happened so quickly 
the sentries had no time to cry a warning. The raven flew into a 
crow feeding on the grass, striking it with its feet, flipping it on 
its back, using its wings to pin the crow to the ground. It then 
stabbed the crow three times rapidly and flew away, leaving the 
crow lifeless. While it was stabbing the crow, the two sentries 
dive-bombed it, cawing wildly. This precise strike and retreat 
took less than one minute. 

After inspecting the body, the crow family began “mourning 
caws” immediately as a family group.. We have observed crows 
“mourning” on two other occasions sitting in trees over the body 
of a crow (on low branches), or walking on the ground around 
the body. While doing this, they make a distinctive, low, mourn¬ 
ful CAAAW CAAAW CAAAW, a long drawn out call in unison. 
We’ve only heard while observing crows near a dead crow. On the 
evening of the raven strike, some crows mourned on the ground 
while the rest were in the serviceberry tree above the body. 

We interrupted their cawing by walking out to inspect the 
dead crow. There was only one stab wound about the size of a 
raven’s bill in the crow’s breast. If we had not seen the raven 
make three stabs we would have assumed it was one clean 
thrust. There was little blood. After we left, the mourning con¬ 
tinued until dusk around 8 p.m. The next morning, the entire 
family (now six crows) returned for another round of about 30 
minutes of group cawing. Then one crow remained in the tree all 
morning and into the afternoon, cawing intermittently. 

The raven showed no interest in the kill, nor did it return to 


eat the crow. Three days later, the body had neither been touched 
nor moved, slow decomposing intact. Was it revenge? Had the 
crows stolen a raven egg? Was it territorial? 

The crows nested successfully in the woods that summer. — 
Corvi 914, Nova Scotia 

Chicago crow numbers rebounding 

O ur crows in Chicago grow more numerous every year. I 
think we will soon approach critical mass where “a few 
crows” will explode into “lots of crows” like we had 
before the 2001 West Nile virus plague. - Corvi 1460, Evanston, 
III. 

Cursed evergreen grove 

I read with some interest the story in your November 2011 
issue of the Corvi Chronicle, Terre Haute Crow Patrol. I grew 
up in Terre Haute, Ind., and although their numbers may be 
increasing, crows have been coming to Terre Haute to roost in 
the winter for decades, if not centuries. 

I remember as a small child, 40 years ago, the huge murder 
of crows that would settle into the great trees in Allendale, a 
heavily wooded neighborhood just south of Terre Haute. It was 
spectacular — thousands and thousands of birds. When the crows 
flew in to roost at dusk they blocked out the setting sun. The 
birds were riotously vocal and there were so many of them you 
could hear the sound of their wings flapping. It was like the trees 
themselves had come to life. 

However, I recall one year a neighbor, without considering 
the outcome, spread poisoned seed corn under one of the crows 
favorite roosts, a grove of evergreens, ending in nightmarish 
results. The crows ate the corn, flew back up into the branches, 
and died. It was a wretched sight — thousands of dead crows 
scattered on the ground and hanging by pine sap from the boughs 
like grisly Christmas ornaments. 

With the smell of death hanging over the historic 
neighborhood, Mr. Bender, the groundskeeper at the Allendale 
Lodge, knocked down the crows with a pole tree pruner onto 
canvas tarps spread out over the ground. The crow piles were up 
to his chest before he stopped. Mr. Bender had to ask his college- 
age son and several men from the university to help him drag the 
carcasses away and burn them. Mr. Bender, as they used to say, 
had a word with the neighbor. I remember walking through the 
silent grove afterwards and picking up the remaining yellow com 
kernels so no other crows would die. 

However, no crows roosted in the evergreen grove the 
next winter, or any year after that I lived there. It was like 
it was cursed...’’Quoth the raven, 'Nevermore.’” Corvi KK 
Indianapolis, Ind. 


ASCAR now numbers — so think 
some who enjoy counting things 
— about 900 members. Alphabeti¬ 
cally and in terms of interests and 
attitudes members range — an 


expression — from keeping with the 

academics to Zoroastri- Privacy act Corvi Privacy Act 

ans. But only the Editor that forbids those 

and an associate minion know who who know from talking about or to 
and where they all are. This is in other corvis or using their names 


and addresses in the Chronicle 
without permission. The CPA is 
occasionally tested by purveyors 
of crow curios wanting access to 
mailing lists. 




Reinstatement 

Dear Corvi - Please reinstate my mem¬ 
bership from approximately 20 years 
ago. I don’t remember my membership 
number. - Corvi 456, Marshfield, Mass. 

Esteemed 

Dear ASCAR - Please accept this mod¬ 
est donation to help pubishing the Corvi 
Chronicle. My husband and I love read¬ 
ing it! - Corvi 72, Ortanna, Pa. 

P.S. My self-esteem is much better now! 

Do You Know the Way to .... 

Hello Fellow Corvid Admirers - All h— 
[sic] has broken loose at my crow feeder 
since the patriarch died, probably of West 
Nile Virus, two years ago. No youngster 
of his last broods has been strong enough 
to limit the feeding to his family of five. 
First eight or nine came, then another 10 
or 12, and this year 15 came for food. 
Soon I fear the neighbors will complain, 
as I live in a built up neighborhood of 
San Jose, Calif. 

Thanks for continuing to send the 
Chronicle. - Corvi 86, San Jose, Calif. 

Christmas All Over Again 

Corvi Chronicle — Thanks for such a 
great publication! Months go by and I 
forget all about the Corvi Chronicle ... 
then there it is in my mail box. Like 
Christmas all over again! - Corvi 249, 
Alto, N.M. 

Royal Thrush 

Dear Editor - To thicken the plot and 
spoil the fun, I believe the four-&-twen- 
ty-black-birds that were set before the 
king (Chronicle Fall 2011) were actually 
not corvids of any kind, but a species of 
thrush ( Turdus merula), which on British 
Isles are called blackbirds. 

T. merula is a cogener of the American 
robin (T. migratorius) to which it bears a 
resemblance that is almost eerie: identical 
in size, shape, attitude, gate [sic], posture, 
voice & flight for all the world like an 
American robin dipped in ink. I wonder 
that the bunchers haven’t overtaken the 
splitters and pronounced the blackbirds a 
subspecies of American robins, or vice- 
versa. 

There are other kinds of blackbirds to 
be sure - red-winged, yellow-headed, 
Brewer’s rusty - but non is a corvid and 
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their ranges, so far as I know, are limited 
to North America, so that while they may 
have been baked in a pie, it seems unlike¬ 
ly it was ever set before a king. Squawk. 

- Corvi 666, St. Louis, Mo. 

Re-roosted 

Caw! — After moving around, I’ve finally 
roosted and am eager to receive the Corvi 
Chronicle again. 

Is there any chance I could get a 
copy of the back issue that mentions my 
author/rook friends Esther Woolfson/ 
Chicken? - Corvi 1111, Shoreline, Wash. 

EDITOR’S NOTE: Back issues from 
2007 to 2012 are on ASCAR website. 

Meadow seven 

I’m still looking forward to each issue! 
Our “SEVEN” still reside in our meadow 
and keep us constantly entertained. 

- Corvi 6579, Charlotte, N.C. 

Heartwarming 

Dear Corvi —You have been faithfully 
sending me a copy of your paper for 
years ... I’m not sure how or where you 
even got my name but the paper is a 

Any mail received after September 2012 
will be returned to the sender. 

The Corvi Chronicle has been published 
irregularly by corvi who had an interest in 
or need for doing so for members of The 
American Society of Crows and Ravens 
and others. Members are reminded to 
make new corvi by duplicating and pass¬ 
ing along issues of the Chronicle, also 
available online: 
http://www.ascaronline .org/ 

Editor..Corvi #71 

Art Directors .. Corvi #10, #005 #52 and #1050 
The Board .... Known only to themselves 
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delight. 

I’ve been friends with crows my entire 
life; rescued many, and live with cripples. 
I have tried to educate people for decades 
re: these amazing birds, and it seems as 
the years pass that more people are begin¬ 
ning to appreciate their intelligence and 
contribution to nature. It warms my heart 
every time I read the letters to the editor. 

Hope this bit of money offsets your 
costs... over the past couple of years and 
into the future.... 

CARRY ON! Your dedication to these 
birds is admirable and you are greatly 
appreciated by one old lady. - Corvi 204, 
Canada 

More crows at last 

Hello! Hello!— I don’t know my Caw#. 
My forgetter is working overtime at 90. 

I at last am seeing a few more crows 
making a lot of voice ... attracting a lot 
of attention. - Corvi 541, Goshen, Ind. 

Room for change 

ASCAR — Stumbled across your site 
today and would love to become a fellow 
Corvi! No special name occurs to me at 
the moment (save my own) though I may 
change my mind in the future. Let me 
think on it awhile. 

As I’m uncertain to whom/where to 
address a small donation, I’ll trust you 
to believe I’ll do so in the future. (No, 
really) - WB, Livermore, Calif. 

Certify me 

To whom it may concern — I was recently 
given a copy of the Corvi Chronicle (Vol 
XXV, No. 2, 2010). Having long been an 
admirer of crows, ravens, jays, etc. I am 
very pleased to find out about ASCAR 
and request to be identified as a certified 
member. 

Enclosed please find a ... contribution 
towards receiving the Corvi Chronicle 
whenever it is issued. I respectfully 
request to be identified as Corvi 0821. 

- Corvi 0821, Bellingham, Wash. 

Always a betted day 

ASCAR — As Corvi 6222 wrote, it’s 
always a better day when I find a Corvi 
Chronicle in the mailbox. As a long 
time reader, I have enclosed a little help 
in deferring postage costs. Keep up the 
interesting writing. - Sea Raven, Port 
Townsend, Wash. 
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Raven perspective submitted by Corvi 8, D.W.Miller of Bellingham, Wash. Printed with artist's permission. 
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ADDEND A for final edition 

Miscellaneous notes from Bil's desk 


EDITOR’S NOTE: The print 
edition was limited to 10 pages to 
keep postage to a single first-class 
stamp for U.S. mail. For the final 
edition online, we include a list 
of clippings and notes from Bil 
Gilbert’s desk that the Chronicle 
editorial staff thought were related 
to work he had in progress for this 
edition of Corvi Chronicle. The 
order of the list is random. The 
content reminds us of the many 
sources that inspired ideas for 
the pieces that kept us all looking 
forward to the next Chronicle. 

The addenda concludes with 
a few items that we had not had 
space to use previously. 

1 . Two New York Times clippings with directions from 
original sender which to read first. 

Read first: “Tiny Neutrinos May Have Broken Cosmic Speed 
Limit” by Dennis Overby from NYTimes Sept. 28, 2011 (a 
breakout quote: ‘A flabbergasting’ claim defying Einstein stirs 
skepticism’) 

Read 2nd: “After Report On Speed A Rush of Scrutiny” by 
Dennis Overby from NYTimes Sept. 24, 2011 (breakout quote: 
‘Faster than the speed of light? Scientists say an answer is 
premature’) 

2. New York Times “A Significant Ozone Hole Is Reported 
Over the Artie,” by Felicity Barringer, Oct. 4,2011 

3. Notecard from R Apter Aug. 28, 2007 

The Pomegranate Card features “Raven in Red” 1996 
by Sheojuk Etidlooie copyright Dorset Fine Arts (www. 
pomegranate .com) 

Message: Dear Creators & Compilers of the Corvi 
Chronicle - In honor of my mother’s 91st birthday (today) 

I am sending you a small check to help defray the costs of 
getting this interesting assemblage out - 

Here’s a photo of one of my new pieces - feel free to share 
it if you desire! — R. Apter 

4. 2012 Jan. 18 Handwritten note from Barb re: Pierce 
Creek center newsletter 

Here it is - the first draft of the newsletter — I did not wait 
until the last minute this time! (smiley face) It goes out to the 
rest of the staff for proofing this Friday. We have a little while 
before we send it to print. 


Included are the addresses I 
would like the Corvi Chronicle 
sent to ... members of the Old 
Crow Society. - Thank you 
and see you soon, Barb 

5. The Washington Post 
Outlook section for March 
6,2011 

Page 1 headlines: “Memory 
loss: What happens to us when 
only smartphones and savants 
can remember anything?” 

Book review by Marie 
Arana. Her review of 
Moonwalking With Einstein: 
The Art and Science of 
Remembering Everything by 
Joshua Foer. 

The review jumps to inside 
page with this headline: “Outsourcing memory to our gadgetry” 
Final paragraphs read: “As Foer explains it, what makes 
our brains such extraordinary tools is not just the volume of 
information we are able to store, but the ease and efficiency 
with which we can locate it. Look no further than your own 
head to find “the greatest random-access indexing system 
ever invented” - a search engine of amazing proportions. No 
computer you can buy will come close to replicating it. 

“In the end, “Moonwalking With Einstein” reminds us that 
though brain science is a wild frontier and the mechanics 
of memory little understood, our minds are capable of epic 
achievements. The more we challenge ourselves, the greater 
our capacity. It’s a fact that every teacher, parent and student 
would do well to learn. 

“The lesson is unforgettable.” 

Other page 1 headlines in this Outlook section: 

“In Arab revolts, a boon for al-Qaeda: Bin Laden biographer 
Michael Scheuer on the new Middle East’s old dangers” 

“’It’s better to cooperate with us’: The Post’s Lally Weymouth 
interviews ‘Europe’s last dictator,’ Belarus’s president 
Inside headlines: 

“Our better angels: A fight against hate speech grows wings” 
B4 

“5 myths about the Muslim Brotherhood” B2 
“28 days later: Milbanks month without Palin” B4 
Book World B6-8 

“Now you see it: A magician-turned-biographer on the hero of 
magic’s golden age.” B6 

Continued on next page 
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Addenda continued 

From Bil's 

“Consider the food writer” Serving forth insights 
gleaned from the journals of M.F.K. Fisher.” B6 
“Led astray: Bing West’s harsh critique of the 
officials in charge of the war in Afghanistan.” B7 
Other books were reviewed in this section 
including on back page of section B8 

“What a decade of rage wrought,” a review by 
Jonathan Yardley of Mad as Hell: The Crisis of the 
1970s and the Rise of the Populist Right by Dominic 
Sandbrook. 

6. Scientific American article undated 
“The Language of Crows: One group of American 

eastern crows responds to recorded distress calls of French 
jackdaws, but another group does not. The more cosmopolitan 
life of the former may account for this difference,” by Hubert 
and Mable Frings. Begins on page 199 an illustrated article was 
submitted to Bil by Corinne. 

7. Birder’s World August 1996 

“Crow Talk: Interpreting the language of crows provides 
insights into their enigmatic behavior,” by John K. Terres with 
illustrations by John Felsing (A few items highlighted with 
yellow marker: references to Ernest Thompson Seton; Hubert 
and Mable Frings of Pennsylvania State University [1950s]; 
Charles W. Townsend, a Massachusetts ornithologist [1923]; 
Dwight R. Chamberlain and George W. Cornwell; Massachusetts 
naturalist C.J. Maynard [1928]; and Edward Howe Forbush. 

8. Several clippings related to pain and pleasure and 
Bil’s note: Frm pain & pleasure 

From - Int Wildlife origin of anthropomorphia p. 7 
From NYTimes Fear of anthropomorphs “hedonic ethology” 
New York Times, Tuesday, July 19,2011 
Books on Science by Katherine Bouton: “The Joy of a Sun 
Bath, a Snuggle, a Bite of Pate: An animal behaviorist makes the 
case for ‘hedonic ethology.’” 

Review of The Exultant Ark: A Pictorial Tour of Animal 
Pleasure, by Jonathan Balcombe. 

Bouton begins: “Two ring-tailed lemurs, perhaps a pair, 
perhaps just two guys out to catch a few rays, sit side by side 
tilted back as if in beach chairs, their white bellies exposed, 
knees apart, feet splayed to catch every last drop of the 
Madagascar sun. All they need are cigars to complete the 
picture. 

“There’s a perfectly good evolutionary explanation for this 
posture. Scientists use the term “behavioral thermoregulation” 
to describe how an animal maintains core body temperature. 

But as animal behaviorist Jonathan Balcombe points out 
in his exuberant look at animal pleasure, The Exultant Ark, 
they are also clearly enjoying themselves. A scientist through 
and through, Dr. Balcombe can’t help giving the study of 


desk page 2 

animal pleasure a properly scientific name: hedonic 
ethology.” 

Bouton concludes: “Every once in a while, 

Dr. Balcombe seems to drift a little too close to 
anthropomorphic supposition. Musing about a picture 
of fledgling osprey, he writes, ‘I surmise that the 
feelings are similar’ to those of a human ‘launching 
off a high aerie,’a feeling that is both ‘thrilling and 
terrifying.’ 

“In his conclusion Dr. Balcombe argues that an 
animal’s ability to experience pleasure is a strong 
factor in considering the rights of animals. ‘The real 
arbiter of whether or not a being deserves respect 
and compassion is sentience,’ he writes. ‘Being sensate to 
pleasures and especially to pains is the true currency of ethics.’ 
It’s hard to deny that animals are not sensate to pleasure 
after studying these joyous photographs, and reading Dr. 
Balcombe’s persuasive arguments. 

Natural History June 2011 

“Social Media: Squabbles and Snuggles: How corvids handle 
conflict,” by Corina J. Logan, Nathan J. Emery and Nicola S. 
Clayton 

Article included a stickie note “Perhaps you can excerpt from 
this for the Chronicle,” #136 

The authors write in conclusion: “Corvids put a lot of work 
into maintaining a long and happy partnership. Social support 
helps keep groups cohesive, but there is more to it than that. 
Being close to another releases feel-good neurotransmitters, 
such as oxytocin and beta-endorphin. Individuals that have 
experienced those rewards are more resilient when facing life’s 
challenges and are better able to handle stress. Humans and 
other primates that form close bonds with others fare better 
in old age, with stronger immune systems and longer lives. 

It turns out that social support is a key component not just in 
human lives, but in the lives of many other species as well. 

The Economist May 30th 2009, Science and technology 
section 

“Tool use by non-tool-using animals: Sticks and Stones 
Rooks, which do not use tools in the wild, can make and use 
them in the lab” 

Final paragraph: The upshot is that toolmaking, at least in 
crows, does not look like a specifically evolved ability but 
rather an extension of general intelligence. Perhaps wild rooks 
are not presented with a need to use tools, and so don’t bother. 
What this implies for the evolution of human toolmaking is 
unclear. But it puts a new spin on the phrase “bird-brained.” 

Bil’s own article titled “Animal Behavior” was alongside 
or seemed to be with these clippings. It is a 14-page typewritten 
article that he [had] submitted for publication. The return address 



Continued on next page 
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was Fairfield, Pa. 

He begins: “It has been said with some justification that one 
of the most distinctive characteristics of the human species is 
intellectual curiosity. If so, our persistent inquisitiveness about 
the affairs of other species may be one of the most general 
and purest manifestations of this significant trait. There have 
of course been many circumstances when it has been in our 
immediate self interest to have as much accurate information 
as possible about the behavior of other animals - as say when 
pursuing or being pursued by a bear. However, more often 
than not we have pondered over such things as the meaning 
of a birdsong or the ability of a rat to solve a maze puzzle not 
because we had great material need to know but because we 
very much wanted to know. This curiosity is documentably 
ancient - archaeological remains from cave paintings to 
sculpture shards indicating that we have been thinking about 
animals for as long as there are records of us thinking about 
anything. There is no evidence that it is waning. To the 
contrary, there is currently more serious inquiry being made 
about animals’ behavior than ever before, even though fewer 
of us now need to hunt, husband, ride upon, do work with or 
protect ourselves from other species.” 

He concludes with: “Today there is a strong sense that 
this relatively new science of animal behavior is edging 
toward a new synthesis, conceivably as revolutionary as the 
one made by Charles Darwin. Increasingly the ethologists- 
behaviorists, having largely settled their disputes over 
doctrine, are addressing themselves to substantive questions 
which are at the heart of our history - long interest in the 
affairs of other species. The ancient matter is one which in the 
past has more often intrigued speculative philosophers than 
professional scientists. It might be called the great loneliness 
of our kind. C.S. Lewis, the late and magnificent British 
theologian, social commentator and novelist, noted it when 
he wrote movingly about the longing of our kind to know, 
in a compassionate and companionable way, ‘other bloods.’ 
Carl Jung, the philosopher-psychologist, suggested something 
similar - that humans suffer from lack of other beings with 
whom they might compare experience and in so doing gain 
self knowledge. There are indications that we may be on the 
verge of breaking through some of the barriers which have 
frustrated and separated us from ‘other bloods. 

If so, it is possible that we may ease the great 
loneliness.” 

9. Smithsonian October 2011 
The magazine was opened to last page of 
article titled: “The Great Pumpkin: No one 
takes backyard produce more seriously than 
competitive vegetable growers who are closing 
in on the Holy Grail of extreme gardening 
- the one-ton squash,” by Brendan Borrell. 

Photographs by Greg Ruffing 


10. Rochester City newspaper Dec. 15,2010 
“Counting crows: the American crow in Western New York,” 

by Tim Louis Macaluso. (printed from online version on Dec. 

18, 2010 1:26 p.m.) The reporter interviews Kevin McGowan, 
Cornell University ornithologist on roosting, numbers of crows, 
intelligence, bonded pairs and funerals (McGowan thinks what 
some regard or assume may be ritual is likely information 
gathering for survival purposes). 

11 . Smithsonian May 2011 

“Have Meme, Will Travel: Information behaves like life 
itself. And vice versa,” by James Gleick and illustrated by Stuart 
Bradford. Caption: With the rise of information theory, ideas 
were seen as behaving like organisms, replicating by leaping 
from brain to brain, interacting to form new ideas and evolving in 
what the scientist Roger Sperry called “a burstwise advance.” 

The magazine was open and folded to the second page of 
the article, which referenced Richard Dawkins’ comment near 
end of his first book The Selfish Gene in 1976. Dawkins, one 
of the world’s foremost evolutionary biologists, was referring 
to the evolution of ideas, specifically a replicator for the 
evolution of ideas. “I think that a new kind of replicator has 
recently emerged on this very planet. It is staring us in the 
face. It is still in its infancy, still drifting clumsily about in its 
primeval soup, but already it is achieving evolutionary change 
at a rate that leaves the old gene panting far behind.” 

[Gelick continued here] “That ‘soup’ is human culture; the 
vector of transmission is language, and the spawning ground is 
the brain. 

“For this bodiless replicator itself, Dawkins proposed 
a name. He called it the meme, and it became his most 
memorable invention, far more influential than his selfish 
genes or his later proselytizing against religiosity. ‘Memes 
propagate themselves in the meme pool by leaping from brain 
to brain via a process which, in the broad sense, can be called 
imitation,’ [Dawkins] wrote. They compete with one another 
for limited resources: brain time or bandwidth. They compete 
most of all for attention....” 

And a photocopied page from Dawkins book: The Selfish Gene 
from chapter on Memes: the new replicators with note from 
sender [Sue]: He developed this idea in late writing, but 
this is the first popular mention now used pretty generally, 
[arrow pointed to paragraph on new kind of replicator] 

“But do we have to go to distant worlds to find other 
kinds of replicator and other, consequent, kinds of 
evolution? “I think that a new kind of replicator has 
recently emerged on this very planet. ... 

“The new soup is the soup of human culture. We need 
a name for the new replicator, a noun which conveys 
the idea of a unit of cultural transmission, or a unit of 

Continued on next page 
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Addenda continued 

From Bil's desk page 4 


imitation. ‘Mimeme’ comes from 
a suitable Greek root, but I want a 
monosyllable that sounds a bit like 
‘gene.’ I hope my classicist friends 
will forgive me if I abbreviate 
mimeme to meme. If it is any 
consolation, it could alternatively 
be thought of as being related to 
‘memory,’ or to the French word 
meme. It should be pronounced to 
rhyme with ‘cream.’ 

“Examples of memes are tunes, 
ideas, catch-phrases, clothes 
fashions, ways of making pots or 
of building arches. Just as genes 
propagate themselves in the 
gene pool by leaping from body 
to body via sperms or eggs, so 
memes propagate themselves in 
the meme pool by leaping from 
brain to brain via a process which, in 
the broad sense, can be called imitation. If a scientist hears, or 
reads about, a good idea, he passes it on to his colleagues and 
students. He mentions it in his articles and his lectures. If the 
idea catches on, it can be said to propagate itself, spreading 
from brain to brain. As my colleague N.K. Humphrey neatly 
summed up an earlier draft of this chapter: ‘.. .memes should 
be regarded as living structures, not just metaphorically but 
technically. When you plant a fertile meme in my mind you 
literally parasitize my brain, turning it into a vehicle for the 
meme’s propagation in just the way that a virus may parasitize 
the genetic mechanism of a host cell. And this isn’t just a 
way of talking - the meme for, say ‘belief in life after death’ 
is actually realized physically, millions of times over, as a 
structure in the nervous systems of individual men the world 
over.’” 

12. TWO ARTICLES ON CAGED RATS 

Kalamazoo Gazette Dec. 12, 2011 “Rats have feelings, too, 
new research shows: They take pity on fellow rodents, learn to 
release others from cages,” by David Brown, The Washington 
Post 

Brown reported: “ At the very least, the new experiment 
reported in Science is going to make people think differently 
about what it means to be a ‘rat.’ Eventually, though, it may 
tell us interesting things about what it means to be a human 
being.” 

New York Times, Dec. 13,2011 “Rats to the Rescue In Cage 
Experiment.” 

13. The New York Times reprints 

“Nurturing Nests Lift These Birds to a Higher Perch,” by 


Natalie Angier, Jan. 31, 
2011 (New Caledonian 
Crows Owe Their 
Toolmaking Skills to a 
Nourishing Nest) 

Bil had indicated some 
paragraphs that could 
be deleted and made 
one notation above one 
paragraph of this article. It 
was printed Feb. 9, 2011, 
6:23 p.m. Possibly used as 
reference for the second 
edition in 2011. 

14. TWO ARTICLES 
ON RAVENS AT TOWER 

of London from 
Beachcombing’s Bizarre 
History Blog 
“Druidic Ravens at the 

Tower of London?” Oct. 10,2010 

“City of Ravens: Boria Sax” Oct. 31, 2011 

15. Two articles on raven use of gestures [appeared in 
the fall 2011 edition] 

Nature Communications Nov. 29,2011, “The use of 
referential gestures in ravens (Corvus corax ) in the wild,” by 
Simone Pika and Thomas Bugnyar (article preview printed Nov. 
30,2011,3:21 p.m.) 

Abstract: Around the age of one year, human children 
start to use gestures to coordinate attention towards a social 
partner and an object of mutual interest. These referential 
gestures have been suggested as the foundation to engage 
in language, and have so far only been observed in great 
apes. Virtually nothing is known about comparable skills in 
non-primate species. Here we record 38 social interactions 
between seven raven (Corvus corax ) dyads in the Northern 
Alps, Augustria, during three consecutive field seasons. All 
observed behaviours included in the showing and/or offering 
of non-edible items (for example, moss, twigs) to recipients, 
leading to frequent orientation of receivers to the object and 
the signalers and subsequent affiliative interactions. We report 
evidence that the use of declarative gestures is not restricted 
to the primate lineage and that these gestures may function as 
“testing-signals” to evaluate the interest of a potential partner 
or to strengthen an already existing bond. 

Fairbanks (Alaska) News Miner “New study highlights the 
intelligence of ravens” by Jeff Richardson Dec. 4, 2011 (emailed 
link printed from computer Dec. 5, 2011,1:189 p.m.) 

Continued on next page 
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There was a star danc'd and under that was I bom." 


Cartoon by Corvi 1956 aka Jeanne Shepard 

Addenda continued 

From Bit's 

FAIRBANKS - Ravens, which are well-known for 
outwitting everyone from garbage collectors to rival 
scavengers, may be even smarter than previously thought. 

A new European study says ravens commonly use 
gestures - showing and offering objects to each other such 
as moss, stones and twigs. Such behavior puts ravens in rare 
company, making the birds the only non-primate confirmed 
as using deictic gestures to communication, according to 
the study. The study, by Simone Pika and Thomas Bugnyar, 
was published in the Nov. 30 issue of the scientific journal 
Nature Communications. Pika said gesturing skill and other 
intelligence tests, such as gaze-following and problem solving, 
show ravens could have cognitive abilities on the same level as 
great apes.... 

16. News in Science ABC Science Sept. 14,2011 
“Calculating crows know how to wait” by Sarah Kellett, ABC 
(printed from online Sept. 14, 2011) 

This article refers to a study appearing same day in the Royal 
Society Biology Letters. 


desk page 5 

17. Unidentified clipping from “M.” 

“More Than A Murder of Crows” by Myke Hideous 
The handwritten note in the margin in large print “Bil, I used 
to go by the name (still do). Just so you know. M.” 

Article is set in New Jersey. 

18. Bil’s piece in progress titled “It’s a pleasure/' We 
photocopied what had been typed including page 5 that was in 
the typewriter. It seemed to have been intended for the Chronicle, 
although unfinished. We also found several handwritten pages 
from which we think “It’s a pleasure” had been typed - and have 
discovered yet additional typed page 1 and several page 2 of “It’s 
a pleasure.” They may have been earlier drafts. We will work at 
determining what may have been the closest to complete. 

19. Note from Kate about the logo design for Corwin book 
publishers. The logo design (and the publishers explanation for 
the use of a corvid logo) should go into the final Chronicle. 
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Avalon 

field 

notes 

For many years 
Corvi 333 of 
Avalon, Calif., has 
contributed his field 
notes observations 
of ravens and 
crows. The detail 
and observations 
have always been 
appreciated but we 
rarely had space 
in print editions 
to include his 
photocopied entries. 
We’ve made an 
exception for this 
final edition. Here are 
the most recent field 
observation journal 
received from #333, 
sent in August 2011. 
Below is a close up 
on the fourth journal 
entry on Ravens vs 
Red Tail Hawks. On 
opposite page are 
details about flora that 
he included. 
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Tubac, Ariz., crow unties a ribbon on a shop sign 


Patience of a corvid 

A n ethnology and cognition study about the ability 
of crows and ravens to delay gratification in 
anticipation of a better food reward appeared in 
the Sept. 9, 2011 journal Royal Society Biology Letters. 

Animal Wise and ABC Science each posted online 
reports about the study by a team led by Valerie Dufour at 
the University of Strasbourg. The researchers found that 
crows and ravens are able to tolerate delays of over five 
minutes in order to obtain a better reward, and that they 
may use the same sort of tactics to distract themselves 
while they wait as humans do. 

“The results are surprising because we knew that the 
birds would probably be able to wait for few seconds, 
but not for so long and not in such a flexible manner,” 

Dr. Dufour told ABC Science reporter Sarah Kellet. 
“Some waited for minutes, which is comparable to what 
monkeys did.” 

Dufour and her team members worked with six crows 
and six ravens. After the researchers had trained the 
crows and ravens to exchange tokens for food rewards, 
they then began a series of delayed exchange tests. 

The ABC Science report noted that “scientists gave 
each bird a piece of food, and then kept their giving hand 
closed while showing an exchange reward in the other 
hand. After the waiting period finished, they opened the 
giving hand. If the bird returned the initial piece of food, 
it received the reward in exchange. 

“Rewards ranged in quality, and birds exchanged 
more often for high quality foods. The maximum waiting 
period was five minutes. 

“During the wait, some birds put the original item on 
the ground or hid it in a cache, checking on it regularly. 
‘The birds who succeeded at the longest delay all used 
these distractive tactics while waiting,’ says Dufour. 
‘Controlling their impulse to eat certainly appeared costly 
for them.’ 

“Professor Gisela Kaplan, an animal behaviour 
researcher at the University of New England who was not 
involved in the study, says some Australian bird species 
may be capable of similar behaviour. 

“’There have been no experiments of this kind in 
Australia,’ says Kaplan, ‘but Australian ravens cache their 
food and so do magpies. If tested in a similar experiment, 
they might also show an ability to wait for the better 
reward.’ 

“’Planning for the future is something not only humans 
and great apes do, but also some bird species too,’ she 
says. 

Calculating crows know how to wait 

http://www.abc .net.au/science/ 

articles/2011/09/14/3317320 .htm 

They’ll Take Two in the Bush - Crows and Ravens 

Show Patience 

http ://animalwise .org/2011/09/19/they ’ 11-take-two-in-the- 
bush—crows-and-ravens-show-patience/ 
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The ASCAR board and Chronicle minions thank you 

FOR YOUR COMMENTS, NEWS CLIPPINGS, STORIES, POEMS, 
ART AND FOR KEEPING US INFORMED OF BOOKS AND IDEAS 
RELATED TO CORVIDAE. 
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An assortment of inspired sketches from corvi 
and a few logos or stamps that have inspired 
ASCAR. 

1. Crows in a bare tree, Crow Creek Think 
Tank, Dallas; 2. Crow with letter, Corvi 
721 Oak Harbor, Wash.; 3. Mark Behme 
letterhead crow, Silver Spring, Md.; 4. 
Clarence crow, Corvi 942, Bayside, Calif.; 

5. Crow on limb, origin unknown; 6. Crow 
Ma logo; 7. Celia Price crow, Garberville, 
Calif.; 8. Wilkins Crow, Corvi 630, Houma, 

La.; 9. Link Rhoads crow, Virginia; 10. 

U.S. Postage stamp Raven Dance; 11. P. 
France crow, Corvi 392 Eau Claire, Wis.; 

12. Pasquini crow, Wauconda, III.; 13. Fine 
Feathered Friends by David Eglehoff, Seattle; 
14. New Calendonia postage stamp; 15. 
Joyce Haynes card logo, Pineville, Mo.; 16. 
Sanquez crow, Corvi 550, Brooklyn, N.Y.; 

17. Raven Radio, Sitka, Alaska; 18. Tina 
Meri crow Corvi 326, Milwaukee, Wis.; 19. 
Corvidae stamp design by Evon Zerbetz, 
Ketchikan, Alaska; 20. Letterhead crows from 
Corvi 21, Orono, Minn. 




































































